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€ Abstract

This paper examines personal experience as both a sociologist and forester collecting data in the southern
state of Oaxaca, Mexico. It builds on writings where researchers have taken an introspective or auto/
biographical approach to problematizing their own involvement. My findings illustrate that demographic and
social features such as gender, nationality, and language can both hinder and privilege social science
research. Moreover, this paper disputes the contention that expertise in a given specialty automatically makes
for good field research. Depending upon the type of research and the questions being addressed, previous
professional experience may actually hinder the building of rapport in certain cases. Genuine efforts to
engage in local discourse can ultimately serve to improve fieldwork, and contribute to mutual understanding.
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1.1

Introduction

Sociological fieldwork presents a unique set of challenges. Among these, significant disparities such as
gender, race, religion, or class likely exist between the researcher and the researched. While certain
differences may be overcome, others may not. Such distinctions are occasionally used to mutual advantage
(Metcalf, 2002; also see chaptersin Whitehead and Conaway, 1986). Other factors such as negotiating entry

and building rapport change according to the circumstances often outside of a researcher's control, and hopes

for maintaining neutrality are occasionally dashed .2 A researcher's own ‘history/biography' may also overlap
in relation to particular social locations (Stanley, 1993). As socia scientists, we can only address such
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dilemmas by realizing that our research activities say as much about ourselves as those we choose (or who let
us choose) to be researched (Steier, 1991).

Given these fieldwork challenges, | examine here the complexities of fieldwork through a'confessional tale,
focusing on recent research in two mountain communities of southern Mexico. In brief, 'aconfessiona taleis
that of afieldworker and a culture finding each other and, despite some initial spats and misunderstandings,
in the end, [hopefully] making a match' (van Maanen, 1988:79,94). Max Weber (1949) and C. Wright Mills

(1959) were among the first in sociology to write about personal involvement in research. One of the best-
known examples of the confessional genre can be found in the Appendix to Street Corner Society, William

Foote Whyte's (1981:279-358) timeless urban ethnography of street gangs (cf., Behar, 1999). 12 Other
fieldwork reflections are abundant in the literature (e.g., see Golde, 1986; Haley, 1999; Kearney, 1992;
Ladino, 2002; Metcalf, 2002; Rabinow, 1977; van Maanen, 1988; Vazquez Garcia, 2001; Whitehead and
Conaway, 1986). The confessional taleis also part of the emerging trend in auto/biographical research
(Cotterill & Letherby, 1993; Stanley, 1993; Steier, 1991). Still, mainstream academia has not wholeheartedly
embraced this genre (van Maanen, 1988). Without such introspection, social science research results may not
only seem somewhat dry; they can obfuscate how challenges were faced and addressed in the field.

This paper explores how |, aforeign researcher in Mexico, was received, constructed, interpreted, and even
altered by 'others. The use of 'I' is deliberate, since | agree with Gayle Letherby and others who believe that
by '[w]riting as'l' we take responsibility for what we write' (Letherby, 2003:7; see also Cotterill and

L etherby, 1993; Stanley, 1993). More specifically, it highlights field strategies in my shifting role as aforest
sociologist. My success or failure rested on my ability to recognize multiple identities and motives assigned
to me by respondents (see also Ladino, 2002:6.1). Recognizing that 'it is the researcher and not the
respondent who gains privileges and advantages (L etherby, 2003:120), the onus was on me to deconstruct,
alter, or adapt such perceptions. My positionality - as aforester, a sociologist, a development worker, a
foreigner, amale, afriend, a stranger, etc. - admittedly privileged me, although sometimes due more to good
timing than to a carefully thought out positioning of 'self'. Yet, at times these epistemic typologies also
worked to my disfavour no matter how hard | tried to downplay my cultural predispositions.

In this paper, | first briefly discuss related field research in Mexico for comparisons. Thisis followed by an
analysis of field research challenges and their implications for understanding. | end with a synopsis for other
researchers conducting fieldwork in unique cultural contexts.

€ Other Field Research in Oaxaca

21

Many Oaxacan socia scientists have at least partialy situated their field experiences within their respective
works (Cohen, 1999: xi-xiv, 1, 85-87, 107-109, 175-176; Rubin, 1997: ix-xii, 3-6). Other researchers have
more explicitly reflected on their field encounters in various Oaxacan communities. An example of this |atter
approach is Campbell's (2001) personal account of the dynamic tensions and contradictions of his fieldwork
on radical politics in Juchitan, Oaxaca. Campbell calls for arethinking of rapport or 'bonding’, and recognizes
his multiple roles as awhite, foreign, and political activist researcher once married to alocal woman. His
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forthright discussion of alcohol as an unorthodox rapport-builder in the bohemian cantinas and velas (fiestas)
of Juchitén also shares similaritiesto Laura Nader (1986) and Michaegl Kearney's (1992) accounts.

Some Oaxacan researchers encountered villager's doubt as to their motives, especially during the early stages
of their work. Nader (1986) was accused of being a Protestant missionary and Kearney (2004) was suspected

of being a gold prospector. Both went to some pains to correct these mistaken notions. In Nader's case, the
village priest consulted an outside source to verify her credentials as a Catholic anthropol ogist. In contrast, to
explain his presence in the town, Kearney placed much of the 'blame’ at his muy duro (very strict) professors
at Berkeley for sending him to such aforlorn place (Kearney, 2004). This was more believable than the 'real’
but boring explanation of just wanting to study the locals. Jeffrey Cohen and his wife taught English during
their stay in Santa Anadel Valle, which led some villagers to believe that they were part of a government
project to train workers in aforeign language (Cohen, 1999:107-109, 175- 176). Once they had arranged to
work as maestros (teachers), they gained a new and lasting identity. They were transformed from ‘odd
gringos, sharing littlein common with their neighbours, to accepted members of the village, without losing
thelir status as 'outsiders and oddities (Cohen, 1999:109).

Outside of Oaxaca, anthropologist Francois Lartigue (1983) spent several years studying forestry exploitation

among the Sierra Tarahumara of Chihuahua. Lartigue's relationship with his respondents was awaysin flux,
a negotiated balance that was better seen from being on ‘the edge’, never too far inserted nor external to the
community: 'What | saw and what was told to me, took place within arelation in constant process of
modification' (Lartigue, 1983:141). Another self-reflective account can be found in Carolina Ladino's (2002)
fieldwork account in the shantytowns of northern Mexico (Juarez). As a Colombian feminist, and unlike
white, western researchers in Mexico, Ladino felt that her fluency in Spanish and cultural empathy would
help her gain acceptance. To her surprise, local Juarenses consider Colombians as 'southerners, and
stereotype them as backward, dirty, and untrustworthy. Foreign researchers were expected to 'look’ western.
One interviewee made this comment when Ladino attempted to describe the purpose of her visit: 'Carolina,
you make yourself sound so important, like one of those researchers from abroad!" (Ladino, 2002:4.6). It was
her experience of 'shared vulnerabilities, however, as afemale living in a dangerous situation of
unprecedented urban violence against women that helped her to gain trust and build friendships. Ladino also
recognizes that host populations construct and re-construct identities of the visiting researcher while in the
field, and that the boundaries of 'differences are in constant flux.

Notably, the above researchers are all non-Mexicans. This may explain partly why so much emphasis was
placed on their gaining entry into a community. In contrast, Olga Montes Garcia has recently reflected on her
research experiences on urban entrepreneurs of Oaxaca (Montes Garcia, 2001). She was cognizant of her role
as afemale anthropologist, a Oaxacan native, and a Zapotec descendent, but also the stigma attached to being
perceived as from alower social class than those she studied. In order to 'objectively' understand her
respondents, and given the subtle racism she encountered, it was incumbent upon her to hide feelings of
antipathy. In so doing, she was able to re-evaluate herself in a new light as both ‘dominated’ and ‘dominant'.
Her time spent with Oaxacan elites was in sharp contrast to previous experiences with indigenous peoples of
the Sierra Norte. With some irony, she notes that the indigenous campesinos (peasant farmers) respected the
researchers position of privilege and knowledge, whereas the reverse was true with the elites.

http://www.socresonline.org.uk/9/1/mitchell.html (3 of 17)3/7/04 4:53:51 PM



Mitchell: Trees don't Talk

¢ Negotiating Entry, Building Rapport

31
My research took place over a period of seven months in 2002. The natural environment is an integral aspect

of the daily life of Santa Catarina Ixtepeji and Santa Maria Y avesia, the two communities selected for study
in the District of Ixtlan. See Map 1 below

el

Prebb:
Mancon nacks:
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; & Other Communities
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Map 1. Study Sitesin Oaxaca, Mexico: Ixtepeji and Y avesia

Ixtepei is where anthropologist Michael Kearney carried out hisfield research as a University of California
Berkeley Doctoral student in the 1960s, and |ater wrote The Winds of Ixtepeji (Kearney, 1972; see also
Kearney, 1992). The municipality of Ixtepgji with 2,532 inhabitants (Census 2000) is located at 1,880 meters.
Without realizing it when considering Ixtepeji for my research, | was following in Kearney's footsteps and
engaging in some longitudinal comparisons (see also endnote 3). The municipality of Yavesiais much
smaller with 460 inhabitants (Census 2000) and is located another two hours east. At 2,000 meters high,

Y avesiais even more isolated than Ixtepeji.

3.2
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Two points bear mentioning concerning my epistemological approach. My study purpose was to explore the
construct of 'ecological democracy' as defined by community forest decision-making in the state of Oaxaca,

southern Mexico (http://www.pl anetacom/ecotravel/mexico/oaxaz:a/oaxac;atrees.html).[Zl | eschewed

guantitative sociological instruments such as household surveysto concentrate instead on direct observations,
loosely structured interviews, and just hanging out to discover any hidden 'truths’. Second, while | consider
myself a sociologist, my professional career had been mostly in forestry until initiating doctoral studiesin
rural sociology in 2000. This dual orientation approximates Jan Clarke's (2001) ‘transdisciplinary disciplines’:
the transfer of knowledge and skills between two distinct disciplines that shape one'sideas and help value
science as both 'expert’ and everyday knowledge. However, my approach differs here since | discuss how
blended disciplines can both hinder and facilitate field rapport and conceptual understanding.

To examine the complexities of ecological democracy through community forest decision-making, | decided
that qualitative research would be the most fruitful approach. Besides interviewing over 50 respondents who
could speak on forestry and democracy, | also spent significant time taking notes on forest conditions and
attending meetings. To gain a better understanding of how local forests were being cared for and managed, |
planted trees, assisted on forest inventories and biodiversity studies, and participated in an annual forest
certification inspection. My research time was divided among Ixtepgji, Y avesia, Oaxaca City, and to amuch
lesser extent, Mexico City. Even though relatively close to Oaxaca City, travel to the villages was often
difficult due to the irregularity of public transport. Since both communities lack hotels or guesthouses, |
arranged to stay with local families. This helped build trust, and | gained additional insights into family and
community customs.

Asawell-educated and (relatively) wealthy male 'gringo’, it may seem that the odds were in my favour. Y et
such reductionism tends to disguise hidden discourses of culture and mutual understanding, or the fact that
perceived 'truths' or 'lies may jointly alter the realities of conducting fieldwork (Metcalf, 2002; Rabinow,
1977). My identity as aforeign male was no more enigmatic than their identity as indigenous campesinos.
Moreover, as| was on their turf, it was perhaps easier for my field contacts to manipulate or influence the
direction of my research.

In my first week in Oaxaca City, | walked into the local office of the World Bank-funded Forest Resources
Conservation and Sustainable Management Project (PROCY MAF). The director invited me on atwo-day
tour of several forest communitiesin the Sierra Norte. In Ixtepgji, after several presentations were made on
local forest management activities at a campsite in the high pine-oak forests, we were treated to a delicious
outdoor brunch of tlatyudas (grilled tortillas with mole, lettuce, and string white cheese) and steaming hot

chocolate. Thiswas an ideal moment to talk with some of the community authorities® Duri ng alater
informal meeting with about 30 community authorities, we discussed my intentions and negotiated my
‘entry'; much to my delight, there was enthusiastic support. The only conditions were that | was to share my
practical knowledge on forestry and ecotourism with the authorities and workers, and report my research
findings to them upon completion. It was also agreed that | would give classes in English from time to time.

Shortly afterward, | attended my first communal assembly in Ixtepgji, a meeting that involves aforthright
discussion of issues such as removal of difficult authorities, punishment of forest abusers, and land use
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strategies. Local women and non- residents are usually barred from attending. Besides gender or residential
status, other barriersto participating in community decision-making limit the democratic nature of the
assemblies. For example, as one respondent commented concerning the Oaxacan village of San Felipe El
Agua, 'They want you to pay the [municipal] quotas but they won't allow you to even speak at avillage
meeting! If you speak up, you're often told to shut up if you're not anative [locally born]'. Being allowed to
attend an assembly was a major milestone according to Brad, a Y ale doctoral graduate student in

anthropology and forestry. 14l He had worked for 17 months in Oaxaca collecti ng data in the nearby mountain
town of Ixtlan, and confided that he had never attended a communal assembly much as he had tried. It was
also rumoured that Ixtepgji was one of the more difficult communities from which to get such an invitation.
Brad said | should consider myself fortunate to have achieved this feat early into my field research.

Y avesia was more problematic to gain entry. Most forestry agencies had no intention of working with the
community and warned me to be careful. One state agency official characterized Y avesia as being controlled
by 'misguided and violent peasants. Undeterred, | asked a World Wildlife Fund (WWF) official to arrange a
meeting with Ramiro, a community activist and head of Y avesia's ecotourism program. Later, | realized that
thiswas a bit of atest from both the WWF and Y avesia's position regarding my interest and motives. Ramiro
lived part of histimein Mexico City to pursue a Master's degree in rural development, but also actively
working with other authorities in their legal and municipal activities. His tentative responses to my initial
questions may have been masking his intention to discover whose side | was on. After our first platica (talk),
Ramiro agreed to introduce me to the community. My wife and two children were visiting from Canada and
we travelled by arickety bus almost fours hoursto Y avesia. We arrived as atelevision documentary crew
was finishing up interviews on an ongoing land conflict with neighbouring communities. We were mostly
ignored for about an hour, but eventually were taken to the modest home of alocal authority and introduced
to hisfamily - the Mendozas. The next day, | had the good fortune once again to take part in acommunal
assembly where | was formally presented to the villagers.

Obviously, developing open, friendly relationships with key contactsis crucial to gaining entry into a
community and building rapport. For example, '[r]eciprocal associations with one family were often an
avenue toward new opportunities for meeting informants (sic), and for following socia networks on the
ground' (Cohen, 1999:173). This paralleled my experience with the Garciafamily in Ixtepgji and the
Mendoza family in Y avesia. By living with these two families, | was able to arrange many of my interviews
through suggestions and introductions made by my hosts. It brought me much closer into arich world of
cooperative communal celebrations and traditions. By fitting in as part of an extended family - one who was
expected to attend community meetings, help with household chores, and be on time for meals - | also may

have met Michael Angrosino's (1986) category of a'nonthreatening outsi der' 1o

With living arrangements made and official approval granted, | began my research. My first few weeks were
often frustrating since everyone seemed too busy to spend any time with me, or perhaps were 'testing' me out
still. Astime wore on, | began to 'learn’ the culture and developed close friendships with afew individualsin
each community.

| al'so experienced some of what Campbell (2001), Kearney (1992), Lartigue (1983), and Nader (1986)
underwent in terms of mezcal drinking. Even though | never acquired ataste for the harsh, distilled alcohol
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from the agave cactus, | understood its social value. To drink on occasion with the village men was a bonding
experience in which feelings were openly shared about practically any subject, a practice that emphasi sed
friendship and goodwill. As Kearney (1972) states, ‘the main motivation to drink [in Ixtepgi] isto intensify
emotional experience as a means of momentarily transcending a negatively perceived social and geographical
environment. ... [Whereas not to drink is] a gain-loss decision-making process in which the traumatic effects
of drinking are weighed against the negative socia sanctions that accompany abstinence' (Kearney,
1972:109). Here, my previous experience in Peru, where | had also felt pressured to share chicha (corn beer)

and aguardiente (sugar cane alcohol) with Peruvian campesinos, helped enormously. After aday of tree
planting followed by araucous night at alocal cantina with Ixtepejano authorities, | noticed a changein
attitude. 1t went from mild curiosity about my motives and presence to teasing and off-colour jokes, and then
finally to being considered as one of the gang. After thisfirst social bonding experience, | was praised for
breaking up afight between two drunken authorities and being able to hold my mezcal. | also realized like
Campbell that good information about cultural and political dynamics could be obtained from these
occasional binges: 'People acted freely at the fiestas and other social gatherings, uninhibited by the strictures

of the artificial interview setting' (Campbell, 2001:35).[51

On the other hand, this alcohol-laden camaraderie could be dangerous. Alcoholism remains a significant
societal anomie among many Ixtepeji and Y avesia men, and the savvy researcher often hasto learn 'on the
cuff' how to deal with it (Arnold, 1995). To be seen as the guero (light-coloured male) who gets drunk all the

time would not have been in my best interest. To counter this problem, | tried to avoid sharing drinks.
Another tactic was to limit myself to one or two 'shots' of mezcal, then exit as politely as possible so as not to
offend. Still, I was not always successful. Choosing not to drink early one morning insulted one forest leader
in Ixtepgi, afact he brought up to me several times over the course of my stay - '¢Porgué no tomas
conmigo? jMe prometiste!’ (Why don't you drink with me? Y ou promised!).

After careful reflection, several factors pointed to what, how, and why things went well, and where plans
may have fallen short. As already mentioned, one key consideration that both aided and hindered this
research was my past professional experience as aforester and community development worker. Even though
the theoretical foundation for this research was primarily sociological in nature, | believe that my forestry
background helped put things into perspective, similar to how her biology training helped Clarke (2001). My
hands-on experience in forestry put some residents and interviewees at ease. For a short time, | was one of
'them'’ - namely, the community and the familiesthat | came to know.

On the other hand, the stigma attached to being a forester was problematic, particularly in Y avesia. It

affected how people communicated with me, even what was reveal ed, and brought into question key factors
such as sincerity, honesty, and trust. Foresters are often accused of prioritizing logging over preservation, as
the spotted owl debate of the Pacific Northwest demonstrated, although foresters are increasingly trained to
address social issues (Hellstrom & Vehmatso, 2001:45- 46). Regardless, | was probably lumped into a timber-

focused category by more than afew environmentally minded individuals.

Another example further illustrates this point. Some may assume that a prior background in fishing would
help to study the social relations of fisherfolk affected by the decline of the Atlantic cod industry. Direct,
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practical experience might also permit a deeper understanding of the issues and perspectives at stake. These
factors were most certainly the experience of anthropologist Philip DeVitawho worked at sea on private
yachts and fishing vessels for 15 years, including along the Atlantic Canada coast (DeVita, 1992). On the
other hand, such experience could also backfire if seen by some to be negative 'baggage’ since neutrality has
been broken (the notion of neutrality is further discussed later). What about those individuals with concern
for the environment who take an 'anti-fishing' stance? How will conservationists react to a researcher who
‘shares the blame' for engaging in what some may consider an exploitative activity? The researcher may be
seen as tainted by presumed complicity with those who earn their living from fishing.

| suspect that the advantages of being amale, foreign forester, however, far outweighed the disadvantages. |
was often introduced to others as 'our friend, aforester from Canada. Thiswas likely easier to explain than
‘forest sociologist', which is not atypical position anywhere (even some personal friends and family have
difficulty understanding what it is | do). One Oaxacan resident teasingly asked, "Trees don't talk! So how can
you expect to study them? Even so, many campesinos seemed to grasp this interdisciplinary combination
better than non-residents who knew little of forests and those who rely on them. Many people of the Sierra
Norte realize that mountain forests are a source of livelihood, protector of soils, and provider of clean water.
With this highly attuned socio-ecological understanding, it made sense to many authorities that | had come to
study how they made decisions about their forests. Still, it did me little good to become complacent about my
psuedo-professional role (psuedo in the sense that | am no longer a working forester, and since | have often
assumed a moderate environmentalist perspective in my career). Some of the above contradictionsillustrate
the paradox 'that the more we are able to speak with professional competence or confidence, the less
important it is that anyone should listen to what we have to say' (Barnes, 1984:102- 103). In this sense, a

better position to take was as an uninformed but careful listener.

Thefollowing incident also illustrates how the ambiguity | faced as a socia scientist and forester was
reconciled. Miguel, a highly respected community forest technician from Ixtepeji, was a much hoped-for
interview respondent. Try as | might, Miguel either refused or 'postponed’ to be interviewed for several
months. It was obvious that he preferred not to waste productive time with a sociologist, and he was
unconvinced that | knew anything at all about forestry matters. In my final weeks, | finally convinced Miguel
to let me join him on aforest inventory. Aswe climbed a pine-covered hill, he was worried that | would fall
and hurt myself (although it was steep, | had been on similar slopes many times). When we arrived at our
sample plot, Miguel asked me to hold a tape measure while he took a reading with his clinometer (tree height
measuring tool). After several trees were measured, just for fun, he asked me for an ocular height estimate of
alarge nearby pine. | put it at 33 metres. Much to his surprise, after measuring it with his clinometer, he
found that | had underestimated it by only 50 centimetres. Thinking this to be a fluke, he tested me on other
trees. Each time my guess was relatively close to the instrument reading. Afterwards, Miguel finally granted
me a highly reflective interview. It seemed that he could relate much better to me as aforester than asa
sociologist. Had | not passed his'test’, | may not have been able to gain access to his ample knowledge of
local forestry.

¢ General Research Challenges

4.1

| occasionally found it difficult to carry out my interviews. | often had to rearrange dates and times due to
cancellations, and some hoped-for interviews were never completed as people became 'too busy' to meet
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again. One government official agreed to meet with me on three separate occasions but to no avail -
something always came up. For several others, either my questions on political aspects of forestry
management in Oaxaca were too sensitive, or they lacked confidence or authority to speak on behalf of their
agency. One officia practically booted me out of his office, indignantly stating ‘What do | think of
democracy? What kind of question isthat? What doesit have to do with forestry or tourism? | could tell you
my opinion after work over a beer, but | sure can't tell you herein my office!’

These sorts of incidents, while infrequent, were reminders of a cultural gap between the interviewer and the
interviewed. The responsible researcher must accept that academic work carries a certain authority or power
(Montes Garcia, 2001). Whether | liked it or not, my presence was likely viewed as that of an educated

outsider peering into their cultural spaces, perhaps uncovering uncomfortable ‘truths' in the process. Many
key individuals in Metcalf's (2002) Borneo, Rabinow's (1977) Morocco, Campbell's (2001) Juchitan, and
Nader's (1986) Talea also felt suspicious of the researchers motives, especialy in the first few weeks of
contact. They were eventually accepted into the community fold, even though they may have been
remembered on return visits 'only in an idealized and exaggerated form .... [Since any] negative aspects tend
to be forgotten or repressed' (Nader, 1986:106). In Ixtepegji, for instance, those who knew him, aimost in
mythical proportion to what he likely experienced, spoke of the anthropol ogist Michael Kearney in glowing
terms.

Most Ixtepejanos seemed content that | was trained in forestry or was friendly with forestry-related agencies.
However, my personal decision not to take an advocacy role may have caused some individuals to distrust
me, particularly in Yavesia. Initially, | seemed to enjoy afair degree of openness with Y avesia's community
authorities. Near the end of my research, however, one of my key contacts became reluctant to share his
thoughts, contacts, or community documents. During my final visit in early December 2002, he expressed
regretsthat | could not obtain data being collected by alocal agronomist, even though other authorities had
earlier given me permission. He told me that this situation had been specifically discussed in arecent
community assembly (others later said that no assembly had been held, nor were they aware of this
restriction, although they were sympathetic to data sensitivity given their legal-political battles).

Raised suspicionsin Y avesia about my motives were likely worsened by the volatile political situation with
their neighbours and certain government agencies, which grew increasingly tense in 2002. This alone may
have been sufficient to cause reluctance on the part of community authorities. They knew too well that | was
working with other neighbouring communities and interviewing government officials - perhaps even
collaborating with them. Yet | think the problem went much deeper than sheer suspicions. As aforester, it
may have been assumed that | could not 'see' their ecological position very well. My forestry training and my
growing understanding of local conditions convinced me that ecologically and socially sensitive forestry was
afeasible option in the Sierra Norte, even if most of Y avesia rejected the possibility. My biggest mistake, |
believe, was to voice these thoughts during my final weeksin Y avesia, which most likely alienated me from
this particular authority. In his mind, anyone in support of logging must be on the side of their adversaries -
the government and the loggers.

Ironically, my perceived collaboration in Y avesia also caused concern among certain government agencies
and NGOs unsympathetic to their struggle. | was made aware of this from the beginning, when aforestry
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agency director asked why | had chosen Y avesia, and exactly who had recommended the community to me.
This may have been hisway of asking whose side | was on. Y avesia was seen as a thorn to some, since their
ongoing conflict over an area shared with seven other communities had led to afailure to meet forestry
certification requirements. Not surprising, even obtaining a map delineating the contentious land boundaries
was difficult.

| tried my best to avoid a dangerous scenario of taking sides. My daily research always involved balancing a
sensitive situation so as not to offend or rai se suspicions among my contacts. If maintaining neutrality had
cost me friendship with some, | preferred this situation to raising false expectations of any complicity in

Y avesia'sland title conflict. Stepping over this boundary into explicit political support or advocacy would
have probably cost me dearly in gaining access to individuals hostile to Y avesia's predicament. In this
respect, my approach departed from Campbell's (2001) "activist anthropology' or 'politicized ethnography'.
Taking sides is adilemma faced by many researchersin the field. In Whyte'swords, 'If the researcher is
trying to fit into more than one group, his [or her] field work becomes more complicated. There may be times
when the groups come into conflict with each other, and he [or she] will be expected to take a stand' (Whyte,
1981:306). In his ethnographical study of technological change in radiology, Stephen Barley (1990)

witnessed an incident of extreme hostility and was asked to assist the aggrieved individual, but chose not to
risk compromising his position as a researcher.

At times, | found myself defending Y avesiato various officials or to other communities. However, taking a
much deeper advocacy stand for Y avesiawould likely have closed doors elsewhere. | was also cognizant that
other foreign researchers in Oaxaca and Chiapas had been asked to leave their study communities (e.g.,
Klooster, 1997) or even the country in extreme cases due to personal advocacy. If this had occurred, | would

have been |eft with an incomplete study. | needed to examine all facets of ecological democracy to gain a
more comprehensive picture. No logging, or complete preservation, was just one possibility for forest-based
communities. It really wasn't worth sacrificing other alternatives for the sake of one community's
interpretation, even if that option may have been the most ecologically sound (preservation was debated as
well, given the pressing problem of fire potential and pine beetle outbreaks). For this research at least, |
needed to understand multiple views and practices of forest use (or non-use). Thus, neutrality had to be
maintained as much as possible to obtain these varying perspectives. | thought | had achieved such
detachment, although some were obviously unconvinced of my neutral stance. This again evokes the forester
or the social activist dilemma. For certain individuals, | could not be both, and in retrospect, it may have been
foolish of me to expect everyone to believe such a possibility could be so - after all, trees don't talk.

€ Other Cultural Considerations

5.1

Apart from these concerns, | faced other methodological issues from my comfortable position of privilege, or
researcher 'bias. Along with termslike 'validity’, ‘objectivity’, and 'informants, biasis an ambiguous and
contested concept in social research (e.g., Hammersley & Gomm, 1997; L etherby, 2003:7, 70-72). For
example, the term biasis 'often used abusively or defensively by anyone who feels challenged by a
discussion of the political aspects of the research process' (Letherby, 2003:72). For this reason, and since my

research topic was political, | avoid the use of 'bias’ here but recognize that it existsin the form of ‘privilege'.
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5.3

5.4

In addition to my advantaged position as a wealthy, educated foreigner, perhaps the most difficult aspect to
overcome was my own gender. The impact of gender on sociological inquiry has been discussed by other
authors, although generally from afemale researcher perspective (Arendell, 1997; Golde, 1986; L adino,
2002; Letherby, 2003; Vazquez Garcia, 2001). As aman immersed in a culture of machismo, it was difficult
to overcome a male-oriented perspective. Many rural women felt uncomfortable talking with a strange,
foreign male, and often deferred any conversation to their spouses. To compensate for this reluctance, |
observed the actions (or inactions) of local women in forestry decision-making and employment, and
collected secondary information on the role of women in Oaxacan rural communities. | also attempted to
interview women who normally were not involved in key leadership roles or 'hardcore’ forestry activities
such as logging and running machinery. Much to my surprise, | found that many women (and children) had
never even stepped foot in nearby forests.

Being aforeigner also had both its advantages and disadvantages. Referring back to the difficulties faced by
Montes Garcia 2001, our very 'gringo-ness' is associated with considerable knowledge, prestige, and wealth.
The truthfulness of thisis not the point; it is the perception that matters. As aforeigner, doorsto elites and
campesinos may open which may otherwise be closed to autochthonous researchers. On the other hand, a
reasonabl e understanding of the local language or dialect is key to fieldwork anywhere, and foreign
researchers may be at a disadvantage, even if they are reasonably fluent. By language, | do not just refer to
fluency in an idiom other than one's own, but in the way language is used: tone, words, expressiveness, and
body language affect how we are perceived by others (for how male language has dominated society, see

L etherby, 2003:30-34). As a native English speaker who is fluent in Spanish, | was comfortable enough to
communicate with Mexican residents, both urban and rural. | had first learned Spanish in Guatemala on a 6-
week intensive program in 1988. My fluency improved considerably during my work as a forestry assessor in
the Peruvian Andes and other projects (http://www.planeta.com/ecotravel/south/peru/cajamarca2.html; http://

www.planeta.com/pl aneta/OO/OOlOperu.htmI).[Zl Most of my interviewees were fluent in Spanish. However,
at times | did not understand the local linguistic intricacies. New words (for me) and new contexts slowed the
interview process in many cases. Conversely, previous words learned in Peru such as chacra (small farm)
instead of the Mexican equivalent of lote or predio were often inadvertently incorporated in my daily
dialogues with campesino colleagues. These errors often served as a humorous conversation icebreaker.

In my shifting role as forester and sociological researcher, it was often tricky to stay focused. At first, | was
worried that | was being seen as just another preguntén (nosy person). Over time, though, | was gradually
accepted into community life - planting trees, accompanying forest workers, and occasionally participating in
meetings. Y et, too much direct involvement may have subtly hidden important pieces of evidence from my
view, even by my own doing. As Lartigue (1983) states, '[in the field, the people] make me understand what |
haveto seeand tell ... but | look and don't see, | listen and don't hear ... what | didn't see, | hid from myself by
having forgotten my own presence' (Lartigue, 1983:144). In other words, a complex transformation in the

researcher may occur from 'outsider' to 'insider' and back again, continually oscillating between two worlds,
and often losing one's sense of balance. To immerse oneself in another culture for an extended period of time
implies certain personal sacrifices as positivistic scientific inquiry gives way to heuristic, often obscured
meanings (e.g., Metcalf, 2002; Rabinow, 1977). The very act of participating as both observer and actor
transforms and shifts one's perspective, making it difficult at times to separate reality from fiction, or
empirical 'facts from emotive feelings and lived experiences.
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¢ Conceptual Lessons

6.1

6.2

6.3

6.4

No ‘confessional tale' of aresearcher's experience would be complete without mentioning how one's
conceptual understanding may have changed after spending significant time in the field. As Denzin putsit, '[t]
he researcher, like the subject (sic), is always in the hermeneutic circle, always seeking situations and
structures in terms of prior understandings and prior interpretations (Denzin, 1989:82). This circle by no
means disappears upon returning to one's home country. Here, the ethnographic researcher perceives his or
her ‘'world through eyes that have lost their innocence and now refract reality differently’ (Kearney, 1992:55).
| have no doubt that this 'crossing over' and back again was imperative if | was to understand the broader
picture. Similar to Jeffrey Rubin's (1977) study of radical politicsin Juchitan, Oaxaca, the campesinos
insistence on the centrality of their culture in their lives helped me perceive the connections between their
daily life and politics. However, this understanding came much later after | returned to Canadato begin data
anaysis.

While still in the field, | didn't always buy Y avesia's argument that forest protection (no commercial logging,
but 'controlled’ communal use and access) was inherently better than appropriate silviculture. Y avesia's
ecological awareness was much greater than | had ever experienced before in working with rural
communities. However, the forester 'inside’ was likely dominating the sociologist 'self’, attesting to my
disadvantaged position of previous expertise. Forest management was part of my conceptual understanding. |
firmly believed that when done correctly, forestry could improve the health of old-growth standing timber.

After sorting through my interviews, notes, and photographs back home, | came to realize that the forests
could be 'managed' in other ways. Indeed, commonly used words such as 'management’ and ‘demaocracy’
began to take on greater meanings for me. | remembered walking with local residents through the cloud
forests where some of the only old-growth fir (Abies spp.) of the Sierra Norte remain, with impressive vines
and bromeliaeds hanging from mossy covered branches. In these recollections of images and conversations, |
came to 'see’ Y avesia's side from an enlightened perspective. If they wished to preserve what they felt were
their forests, and were basing this decision on acommunal and arguably democratic process, then why could
thisnot be a viable alternative? Could it be that al the government and industrial managers, foresters, and
wood workers were wrongly accusing Y avesia of taking an unreasonable position? When does arationale
based on a deeply felt love of forests and the life they sustain overcome an economic logic, sustainable or
otherwise? Eventualy, | accepted Y avesias position as just as 'valid' as those pressuring them to log their
forests. The sociologist side finally came to inform the forester locked within. Yet, | couldn't have achieved
this conceptual insight without having spent significant time in Y avesia and their woods, sharing biographies
with other social beings to make and interpret various knowledge-claims (Stanley, 1993).

| also realized that my fieldwork had put me in contact with another world that necessitated collaborative
communication and understanding. As Liz Stanley putsit, our lives as sociologists ‘are composed by a
variety of socia networks of others that the subject of 'alife’ moves between' (Stanley, 1993:50). Knowledge-

production differs by social-location and the complex weaving of multiple biographies (Stanley, 1993), as
well as by the 'blurred boundaries and shared practices of multiple identities (Clarke, 2001; Ladino, 2002).
The shifting of various lives through shared (and unshared) experiences, researcher and researched alike,

http://www.socresonline.org.uk/9/1/mitchell.html (12 of 17)3/7/04 4:53:51 PM



Mitchell: Trees don't Talk

hel ped me achieve a degree of reflexivity that informed and shaped my research. For example, although
socio-environment change for the two communities studied was not an essential outcome of my research, |
realize that it remains essential for both 'social-locations. It is my obligation, not just as a researcher, but
more importantly as a friend and collaborator, that | continue to work with Ixtepeji, Y avesia, and other
communities on their terms whenever possible and appropriate. This must be the case even if | must do so
from within the realm of my comfortable gringo world.

€ Conclusion

7.1

7.2

7.3

In this paper, | have argued that self-reflection as a social researcher continues to be a worthy endeavour to
bring things into a clearer perspective - both for researcher and for those researched. My goal has been to
reach a greater understanding of my own fieldwork rather than presenting some ‘wild and wooly involuted
tract ... that seemsto suck its author (and reader) into a black hole of introspection’ (van Maanen, 1988:92). It
has not been my intention to advocate that one must have spent time in the trenches, or have had a previous
degree in arelevant thematic area to make for a successful research study. A police officer does not need a
psychology degree to make an arrest or to calm a domestic dispute (although arguably it may help!).
Obtaining reams of multiple expertise is most likely impractical, if not downright improbable, for most
researchers. Furthermore, as shown in this paper, it is not aways beneficia to be experienced in certain
fields, since accusations of partiality may ensue.

Field research processes can be more straightforward if the researcher comes clean with his or her specific
socio-cultural perspectives. Any potential weaknesses can be turned into study strengths with alittle effort
and awillingness to look, listen, learn, and apply. Field research dealing with humans is never one-sided but
rather an experiential give-and-take of shifting circumstances. The researcher-researched interaction process
is continuously negotiated and re-negotiated, as it must be.

Thisforthright discussion should assist others in conducting field studies in regions or countries not entirely
familiar to the researcher. It makes little difference whether the researcher is'on an exploration into unknown
territory' (Whyte, 1981:357), or a well-trodden path that hints at new discoveries. More importantly, high
flexibility in research methodol ogies and genuine attempts to transcend cultural barriers are essential where
the study environment is constantly shifting. An adaptable and open attitude to field studies, combined with
significant time spent in local discourse and socio-cultural activities, may make the difference in gaining
acceptance and conducting successful interviews. Likewise, as field researchers we must not shy away from
previous work experiences (or lack thereof) and our positions of privilege. Instead, field challenges should be
faced head on, even embraced and used to mutual advantage whenever possible and appropriate.

% Notes

IMaintaining neutrality may not always be desirable. Much depends on the kind of research methodology to
be used or the cultural sensitivities of the study. For example, participatory action research necessitates afair
degree of researcher activism, and research in dangerous settings such as with drug traffickers or users may

http://www.socresonline.org.uk/9/1/mitchell.html (13 of 17)3/7/04 4:53:51 PM



Mitchell: Trees don't Talk

make it necessary to abandon neutrality (e.g., Lee, 1995).

2 Sreet Corner Society was first published in 1943 without the confessional elementsit now containsin
Appendix A of the 1981 edition.

3 On this trip aWorld Bank anthropologist asked meif | had read Kearney's (1972) The Winds of Ixtepeji.
After sheepishly confessing that | had not even heard of it, he suggested that many anthropol ogists regard it
asaclassic. | was also amazed to find that some Ixtepejanos have their own Spanish copy, and many still
remember Dr. Kearney.

4 All names of persona contacts mentioned have been changed to protect their confidentiality.

5 Inthefield, it fascinated me that there was a greater sense of punctuality by indigenous people than many
Oaxacan urbanites. My field interviews and meetings were generally held at the appointed time, whereas
these could be delayed by hours in Oaxaca City, and were often rescheduled. M ost indigenous communities
in Oaxaca do not adjust their clocks to state- imposed daylight savings time, and my contacts would arrange
to meet at 'normal’ time, not 'city' time.

6 Campbell also discusses the negative aspects of combining research with drinking, taking pains to avoid
whitewashing ‘the problems created by machismo, patriarchy, and alcoholism' (Campbell, 2001:32).

7Published on the Planeta.com website http://www.planeta.com
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